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Listening Room: Jussi Björling—Monday, August 22, 2011
By Fred Plotkin (as edited by Dan Shea from the WQXR web page): http://www.wqxr.org/#!/story/154011-listening-room-jussi-bjorling/

V

ery early on, my musician father
decided that, in terms of classical
singing, I should be raised on four
voices: soprano Victoria de los Angeles,
mezzo-soprano Marilyn Horne, tenor Jussi
Björling and bass Ezio Pinza. It was not that
there weren’t other great singers in opera
and recital and the great interpreters of the
American songbook, but Dad felt that these
four would give me a foundation for loving
all singing. Perhaps this group is a bit short
on Wagner and Strauss, but they are great
on Lieder and all kinds of art song.
The first recital I ever attended was by
de los Angeles, at New York’s Town Hall, and
I was fortunate to hear her a few more times,
though never in opera. I heard Horne for
the first time in 1970 and it is no secret that
to me she is in a category of one as a singer.
Pinza died a day before my first birthday.
The great Swedish tenor, Jussi Björling,
died September 9, 1960 at the age of 49. For
many people he was the greatest tenor since
Caruso. To this day I meet people who heard
him and speak in soft, reverent terms about
him. I have always wondered why people
lower their voices when they talk about him.
Is it a sign of respect and awe? Although he
died of a heart attack, is it the delicate issue
that he battled alcoholism at a time when
that topic was not discussed so openly?
I did my first work in the Metropolitan
Opera House in 1979 and got my first job
with the company in 1981. At the time, there
were many “Old Met” people who remembered Björling. An elderly receptionist at the
stage door named Winnie knew all the greats
and they all knew her. She had a discernible
sangfroid if you were to mention names such
as Callas, Tebaldi, Milanov, Tucker, Merrill,
Warren and Pinza. But I was warned to never
say the name Jussi Björling to Winnie.

As I came to know Winnie and enjoy
her stories, I decided to see if I could
perhaps bring up the delicate topic with her
by telling her the names of the four great
singers I was raised on. Winnie’s eyes teared
up and her voice lowered, as everyone else’s
seemed to when talking about Björling.
“There is only one god, apart from God,
and that was him.” It seems that Björling
was unusually kind to Winnie, held her
hand at the stage door, sang to her, wrote
to her when he was away. “God gave him
that voice,” she said, “but the way that man
sang....” and she would burst into tears
again. Clearly there was something in
Björling’s vita interiore (as the Italians call
that mix of emotion, experience, exuberance and regret) which, when matched
with his voice and musicianship, produced
singing that moved people so powerfully.
Before reading any further, listen to him
sing Beethoven’s “Adelaide” to get a sense of
what he could do with a song:
[Note: Either listen to your own copy
of Jussi’s 1939 “Adelaide” or go to the WQXR
link provided above, or just put these words
into your browser: WQXR listening room,
Jussi.]
Born in 1911, Björling made his debut
in 1930 in a small role in Manon Lescaut.
His first major role, Don Ottavio in Don
Giovanni, came five weeks later. He was a
fast learner who could immediately imbue
his interpretations with character and
texture in addition to amazingly secure high
notes. By age 26 he knew more than 50 roles.
By contrast, Luciano Pavarotti made his
debut at age 26 and added ten more roles by
the age of 32. This is not to criticize Pavarotti
but to point out that certain singers, such as
Björling and Domingo, have prodigious gifts
that few musicians of any kind can claim.
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***
FRED PLOTKIN is one of America’s
foremost experts on opera and has distinguished himself in many fields as a writer,
speaker, consultant and as a compelling
teacher. He is an expert on everything Italian, the person other so-called Italy experts
turn to for definitive information. Fred
discovered the concept of “The Renaissance
Man” as a small child and has devoted
himself to pursuing that ideal as the central
role of his life. In a “Public Lives” profile in
The New York Times on August 30, 2002,
Plotkin was described as “one of those New
York word-of-mouth legends, known by the
cognoscenti for his renaissance mastery of
two seemingly separate disciplines: music
and the food of Italy.” In the same publication, on May 11, 2006, it was written that
“Fred is a New Yorker, but has the soul of an
Italian.”
(The complete web article also includes
a recommended link to The Jussi Björling
Society-USA. Thank you, Fred!) n
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